Rabbits transfused with human immunodeficiency virus type 1-infected blood develop immune deficiency with CD4+ lymphocytopenia in the absence of clear evidence for HIV type 1 infection.
Rabbits can be infected with human immunodeficiency virus (HIV-1), but no disease signs similar to acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS) have been reported to date. In our attempt to develop types of HIV-1 more virulent for rabbits, an immunodeficiency characterized by CD4+ lymphocytopenia and opportunistic infection was induced by transfusion from HIV-1-infected rabbits. The original donor was infected for 27 months; initial passage resulted in infection of two rabbits. Transfusions from these two infected rabbits. Transfusions from these two infected rabbits caused immunodeficiency in 12 recipients. One rabbit died at 3 months and a second at 8 months postransfusion with lymphocyte depletion in lymphoid organs; one of these and another of the CD4+ lymphocytopenic rabbits had opportunistic infections. Lentivirus-like particles were detected in thymus and spleen from an affected rabbit. Despite appearance of AIDS-like disease signs, antibodies to HIV-1 probes were detected in rabbits receiving passaged blood. However, RNA transcripts hybridizing with HIV-1 probes were detected in organs of some rabbits, implicating the initial HIV infection in the disease. Transfusion from uninfected donors produced no signs of immunodeficiency, which suggests the involvement of an HIV-related agent. The present data do not allow definitive characterization of the agent(s) involved in the immunodeficiency. Possibilities include activation of a rabbit retrovirus or, alternatively, development of a mutated HIV-1 strain.